Abstract. I examined ecological and behavioural variables influencing the susceptibility of red-winged blackbird, Agelaius phoeniceus, nests to brood parasitism by brown-headed cowbirds, Molothrus ater, in a prairie-nesting population of redwings in southern Wisconsin. I compared the following variables between parasitized and unparasitized nests: proximity of nests to trees and other prominent perches; physical characteristics of nests such as nest height and cover; and aspects of host behaviour, including vocal behaviour and aggression directed towards female cowbirds. I used these data to discriminate among four non-exclusive hypotheses for how brood parasites locate host nests: the perch-proximity, nest-exposure, nesting-cue and host-activity hypotheses. Parasitized nests were significantly closer than unparasitized nests to trees in the 2 years of the study. There was no evidence that nest height or nest cover differed significantly between parasitized and unparasitized nests, suggesting that cowbirds do not use nest exposure as a cue for locating redwing nests. The responses of both parasitized and unparasitized redwings towards a female cowbird mount decreased with increasing mount presentation distance from the nest. There were no significant differences in responses towards the mount between parasitized and unparasitized redwings, giving no support for the nesting-cue hypothesis. Female redwings whose nests were subsequently parasitized gave significantly more nest-associated (type I) vocalizations during the egg-laying period than did unparasitized females. These findings suggest that female brown-headed cowbirds in search of potential host nests use trees to search from, and that female redwing vocalizations may serve as a proximate cue for cowbirds to locate redwing nests at appropriate stages for parasitism, giving support for both the perch-proximity and host-activity hypotheses.
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The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
There is considerable interest in assessing the effects avian brood parasites have on their hosts, and in understanding coevolutionary processes in host-parasite systems (e.g. Rothstein 1990; Rothstein & Robinson, in press; Smith et al., in press). As a consequence of the high fecundity characteristic of many parasitic species, and because parasitizing hosts at appropriate stages in the egg-laying period is necessary for high hatching success and nestling survival, brood parasites must continually search for hosts throughout the breeding season (Payne 1977; Wyllie 1981; Scott & Ankney 1983) . Little is known, however, about how parasites locate host nests. Information on parasite nest-searching behaviour has been hard to obtain, in part due to the difficulties in following the movements of individual parasites and to the scarcity of some species relative to their hosts (Wyllie 1981; Rothstein et al. 1984; Brooke & Davies 1987) .
Brood parasites use both active and passive strategies for locating host nests. Some authors have observed individuals or groups of brood parasites systematically searching the vegetation, presumably for nesting birds (Norman & Robertson 1975; Carter 1986; Wiley 1988) . More commonly, brood parasites have been seen cryptically observing their prospective hosts' activity (Hann 1941; Gochfeld 1979; Wiley & Wiley 1980; Alvarez 1993) . For example, host nests near prominent perch sites (e.g. trees, snags) are more susceptible to parasitism than are nests further away from such perches (Anderson & Storer 1976; Freeman et al. 1990; Romig & Crawford 1995;  
